Training of walking skills overground and on the treadmill: case series on individuals with incomplete spinal cord injury.
Walking in the home and community is an important goal for individuals with incomplete spinal cord injury (iSCI). Walking in the community requires various skills, such as negotiating curbs, doors, and uneven terrain. This case report describes the use of a method to retrain walking overground that is intensive, variable, and relevant to daily walking (skill training). The aims of this case series were to determine the effectiveness of skill training in a small group of people with iSCI and to compare skill training with body-weight-supported treadmill training (BWSTT) in the same individuals. Four individuals who were a median of 2.7 years (interquartile range [IQR]=12.8) after iSCI participated in alternating phases of intervention, each 3 months long. All patients started with BWSTT. Two patients subsequently engaged in skill training while the other 2 patients engaged in BWSTT, after which a third phase of intervention (opposite to the second) was repeated. The Modified Emory Functional Ambulation Profile, the 10-Meter Walk Test, the 6-Minute Walk Test, the Berg Balance Scale, and the Activities-specific Balance Confidence Scale were administered before training, monthly throughout training, and 3 months after training. Overall improvements in walking speed met or exceeded the minimal clinically important difference for individuals with iSCI (> or = 0.05 m/s), particularly during the skill training phase (skill training: median=0.09 m/s, IQR=0.13; BWSTT: median=0.01 m/s, IQR=0.07). Walking endurance, obstacle clearance, and stair climbing also improved with both types of intervention. Three of the 4 patients had retained their gains at follow-up (retention of walking speed: median=92%, IQR=63%). Thus, the findings suggest that skill training was effective in this small group of individuals.